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BACKGROUND
Prisoners = high-risk group for suicidal behaviour
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Fazel et al., 2017 Council of Europe Annual Penal Statistics: SPACE I – 2016
WHAT ABOUT NSSI?
̶ High prevalence among adult inmates (15–48%)1 compared 
to non-incarcerated adults in the general population (5.5%)2
̶ Why?
• Many individual-level risk factors for NSSI represent 
typical characteristics of the entire inmate population 
(eg, impulsive-aggression, mental disorders, trauma)
• Prison-specific variables (eg, stressors, lack of control)
̶ In Belgium: no empirical data
31 Dixon-Gordon et al., 2012; 2 Swannell et al., 2014
AIMS AND METHODOLOGY
̶ NSSI
• Important risk factor for suicidal behaviour
• Marker of profound psychological distress
̶ Cross-sectional research in 15 Flemish prisons
• At random sample of 1,326 inmates 
= 13% of the entire prisoner population in Belgium
• Outcome: NSSI while incarcerated
̶ CAVEAT: single-item assessment  heterogeneous NSSI group
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RESULTS: BIVARIATE
Total 
(N = 1326)
No NSSI
(N = 1212)
NSSI
(N = 114) OR p value
Gender: male 90.7 90.8 89.5 1.17 0.631
Age 37.7 ± 11.8 38.1 ± 12.0 33.3 ± 8.0 0.96 < 0.0001
Nationality: Belgian 26.5 27.2 18.4 0.60 0.042
Status: sentenced 65.4 63.7 83.3 2.85 < 0.0001
Violent offence 26.3 25.1 38.1 1.83 0.003
Psychiatric diagnosis 46.3 43.6 75.4 3.98 < 0.0001
Mental distress 16.7 ± 7.9 16.4 ± 7.9 20.2 ± 7.9 1.06 < 0.0001
Adaptive coping 4.3 ± 0.9 4.8 ± 1.0 4.6 ± 1.0 0.82 0.039
Maladaptive coping 4.8 ± 1.0 4.3 ± 1.0 4.9 ± 0.9 1.86 < 0.0001
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8.6%
RESULTS: MULTIVARIATE
B S.E. Wald OR p value 
Gender -0.088 0.360 0.060 0.92 0.806
Age -0.064 0.013 23.942 0.94 < 0.0001
Nationality 0.099 0.317 0.097 1.10 0.756
Status 1.249 0.301 17.219 3.49 < 0.0001
Violent offence 0.820 0.250 10.720 2.27 0.001
Psychiatric diagnosis 0.734 0.270 7.366 2.08 0.007
Mental distress 0.041 0.015 7.226 1.04 0.007
Adaptive coping -0.292 0.122 5.705 0.75 0.017
Maladaptive coping 0.450 0.126 12.771 1.57 < 0.001
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DISCUSSION
Study Country Sample NSSI lifetime NSSI prison
Current study Belgium N = 1326 (123 ♀) 17% 9%
Carli et al. (2011) Italy N = 1555 (all ♂) 18% /
Knight & Ullrich (2017) UK N = 3142 (771 ♀) / 7%
Kruttschnitt & Vuolo (2007) England & US N = 2119 (all ♀) / 11%
Verdolini et al. (2017) Italy N = 526 (all ♂) 18% 11%
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̶ Prevalence rates
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PERSONAL VULNERABILITY
̶ Psychiatric diagnoses; 75% of NSSI group (> BPD)
̶ Violent offences and NSSI
̶ Shared (neurobiological) vulnerability
(eg, serotonergic dysfunction, impulsive-aggression)
̶ Early childhood adversity?
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PRISON ENVIRONMENT 
̶ Sentenced status (OR = 3.5)
̶ More serious offenders (cf. supra)
̶ More stressful events 
̶ Methodological artefact?
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DISTRESS AND COPING
̶ High levels of distress overall (3x gen pop)
̶ Especially in NSSI group
 Coping ( maladaptive,  adaptive)
̶ Affect regulation
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IMPLICATIONS
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SCREENING
̶ Both static (age, status, offence type) and 
dynamic (distress, mental disorder, coping)
̶ Limited resources: short screener
̶ Many NSSI risk factors are common among prisoners
 Due to a lack of specificity, screening may be 
over-inclusive, erroneously flagging risk for NSSI
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STAFF TRAINING
̶ Vigilant for changes in prisoners’ distress
̶ Perception of NSSI as manipulative or attention-seeking
 Negatively impact inmates’ help-seeking behaviour
 Subsequently increase the risk of future NSSI/suicide
̶ Support and training for frontline correctional staff
 Improve their ability to identify those at risk of NSSI
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INTERVENTION
̶ CBT, DBT
̶ Mental health care
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“inadequate care”
authority of Justice, 
not Public Health
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